Understanding the divide between the theory and practice of organisational change by Pollack, Julien
Research Article 
© 2015 Julien Pollack. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Unported (CC BY 4.0) License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), allowing third parties to copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format and to remix, transform and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially, provided the original work is properly cited and states its license.  Citation: Organisational Project Management 2015, 2(1): 35-52- http://dx.doi.org/10.5130/opm.v2i1.4401  
Understanding the divide between the theory and practice of 
organisational change 
Julien Pollack 
University of Technology Sydney, Australia 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5130/opm.v2i1.4401  
Abstract 
This paper reviews the different ways that academics and practitioners write about and 
discuss change management, to develop an understanding of whether there is a divide 
between the theory and practice of change management. This research used scientometric 
research techniques to compare three corpora: one based on the most cited research in the 
general management literature on change management; one based on the most cited research 
in specialist change management journals; and one based on interviews with practising 
change managers. 
 
It was found that the general management literature emphasised an abstract understanding of 
knowledge management and the learning organisation, while the change management 
literature focused more on issues associated with value, culture and social identity. The 
practitioners emphasised issues at the individual, project and team levels, the need for the 
effective use of targeted communication to achieve organisational change objectives, and the 
value of rapidly identifying key drivers in a new context. This research found significant 
differences between these three corpora, which lends support to other researchers’ claims of a 
divide between theory and practice in change management. 
 




Organisational change management, both as topic of academic research and as a practical 
discipline, focuses on managing and understanding the ways that organisations adapt and 
change. The field draws on a broad literature on strategy, organisational development, human 
resources, and communication (Crawford & Nahmais, 2010), having been influenced by 
works such as Phillips (1983), Connor (1993), and Kotter (1996). Professionals in the 
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discipline are supported by industry associations like the Association of Change Management 
Professionals and the Change Management Institute, and academics have the opportunity to 
publish in specialist journals such as the Journal of Organizational Change Management and 
the Journal of Change Management. 
 
Change management is becoming an increasingly significant topic for project management 
research and practice. The 2014 Project Management Institute Research and Education 
Conference included a dedicated track on change management, while the publication of 
Managing Change in Organizations: A Practice Guide (PMI 2013) suggests that change 
management is becoming part of the mainstream for project management practice. In 
addition, the inclusion of stakeholder management as a tenth knowledge area in the Guide to 
the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMI 2013b) suggests that there is a general 
shift towards issues more commonly associated with change management in the normative 
project management literature, while Hornstein (2015) advocates for further integration 
between project management and change management. 
 
There are a wide variety of techniques available for managing organisational change 
(Buchanan 1993, p.684; Stewart & Kringas 2003, p.676; Sidorko 2008, p.307; Smith 2011, 
p.115; Pillay et al 2012, p.59). The discipline variously tends to focus on issues such as: 
organisational cultural development and change (Scott et al. 2003; Pless & Maak 2004); 
changing organisational processes (Grover et al 1995; Chesbrough 2010); ways that 
leadership impacts on organisational changes (Pearce, 2004; Kavanagh & Ashkanasy, 2006); 
and issues of resistance reduction and user acceptance, often in information technology 
projects (Legris et al 2003; Kramer & Magee 1990). Readers who are interested in further 
analysis of the development of the field are referred to Cao and McHugh’s (2005) detailed 
review. 
 
As a result of the breadth of the field, change management is neither clearly defined or 
interpreted consistently. A variety of authors have found a divide between academics and 
practitioners about the nature of change management. For example, in 1993 Buchanan 
identified that boundaries existed between change management theory and practice (1993, 
p.684), and that the field was one where “… theory and recipe are typically unrecognizable to 
each other, and where the contrasting contributors tend to be dismissive of each other's 
approach” (1993, p.685). This sentiment has been echoed more recently, with Saka (2003, 
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p.481) noting an “apparent mismatch between exhortation and action”, and Applebaum et al 
(2012, p.764) identifying a need for academics to bridge the theory-practice divide, “in order 
to translate current research into a format usable by practitioners”. 
 
The research presented in this paper explores the change management literature and change 
managers’ perspectives to test previous researchers’ claims that there is a divide between 
change management theory and practice. This research makes no comment of the role of 
change management in the organisational change process. Rather, the relevance of the 
research to the project management community lies in developing a greater understanding of 
the nature of organisational change management. If project management theory and practice 
are to draw on change management, it is first necessary to understand it, before educated 
choices can be made about how and in which ways change management can be of benefit to 
the management of projects. 
 
Literature review 
As a way of exploring the divide between theory and practice in change management, this 
paper examines the ways that Kotter’s (1996) Eight Stage Process of Creating a Major 
Change has been treated in the literature. This process is one of the most popular models for 
transforming organisations (Mento et al 2002, p.45). It has been referred to as the most 
compelling recipe for change management success (Phelan, 2005, p.47) and mainstream 
wisdom about how to manage change (Nitta et al 2009, p.467). Kotter’s work “became a 
must read for organizational leaders planning and implementing change” (Brisson-Banks 
2010, p.248), and “it remains a key reference in the field of change management” 
(Applebaum et al 2012, p.765). 
 
Although a great deal is written about change management, there is evidence in the literature 
to suggest that researchers are either not conducting research that is relevant to the practice of 
change management, or are providing heuristics for practitioners without testing their impact. 
“Despite the abundance of literature with advice on change management for practitioners, a 
lack of research on how these practices work and on their effectiveness subsists” (Raineri 
2011, p.267). This remains predominantly true for popular approaches to change, including 
Kotter’s process. The thorough study of the literature conducted by Applebaum et al (2012) 
revealed that “most of the evidence found during the search points to data that has been 
compiled by Kotter himself” (p.776). Writers on change management seem to have discussed 
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Kotter’s process as if it had been tested and verified, with the popularity of the model more 
based on its accessibility than any scientific verification of its efficacy (p.764). 
 
Applebaum et al (2012, p. 776) comment that there are very few academic case studies of 
organisational changes that were actually managed using Kotter’s process. Review of the 
literature revealed only a few studies that examine the application of Kotter’s process (e.g. 
Joffe & Glynn 2002; Day & Atkinson 2004; Ansari & Bell 2009; Lintukangas et al 2009; 
Springer et al 2012; Pollack & Pollack 2015), and in most of these cases the examination of 
Kotter’s process remains more descriptive rather than critical. The majority of papers that 
make reference to Kotter’s process do not present research on how the process can be used to 
effect organisational change. Instead, they discuss of Kotter’s process in the broader context 
of the literature on organisational change, or how it is used as a framework for conducting a 
post-hoc analysis of an organisational change project (e.g. Yauch & Steudel 2002; Sidorko 
2008; Nitta et al 2009; Gupta 2011; Goede 2011; Smith 2011; Casey et al 2012). 
 
If one of the most popular approaches to managing organisational change appears to remain 
largely unexamined by critical academic analysis, it is likely that this tendency may persist 
more broadly within the change management literature. Academic research has the potential 
to provide significant benefits to practitioners, as in being somewhat distanced from the 
immediacy of practical implementation researchers have the unique opportunity to abstract 
from practice, transferring learning between practice environments. However, without some 
engagement in the concerns and interests of those involved in practising change management, 




This research used scientometric techniques to compare key concepts in the general 
management literature on change management, the specialist change management literature, 
and practitioners’ perspectives about their field. Scientometric research has been identified as 
being part of the larger field of information visualisation (Hook 2007, p. 442), and has also 
been referred to as knowledge domain visualisation, or domain mapping (Hook & Börner 
2005). This approach to research is quantitative, and is generally used to investigate networks 
of academic and scientific publications. These techniques have developed from studies that 
aimed to visualise domains based on citation ranking systems (Chen et al 2011, p. 131), and 
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in general aim to develop holistic views of domains, highlighting structural details, or 
important characteristics of a domain, such as bursting concepts, dynamic changes, or pivotal 
contributors (Hook & Börner 2005, p. 201). 
 
The research presented in this paper has followed Börner’s (2010, p. 51) scientometric 
workflow design, as follows: 
1. Data acquisition and pre-processing; 
2. Analysis and modelling; and 
3. Communication, visualisation and layout. 
 
Data acquisition for this research involved two separate processes. A corpus representative of 
the general management literature on change management was developed based on the 
Scopus and ISI Web of Science databases. It has been identified that it is “hard if not 
impossible to identify and compare the entities (records and authors) from all contributing 
domains” Börner (2007, p. 814), and it is acknowledged that not all publications from the 
general management literature will have been included in this dataset. In particular, books 
published on change management will not have been included. However, these two databases 
are substantial, and for the purposes of this research the cross-section of these two 
comprehensive sources has been considered sufficiently broad to represent the general 
management literature on change management. 
 
References that were potentially relevant to organisational change management were 
identified in these databases using the search term ‘change management’. The results were 
sorted by the number of times they had been cited, and the records of the top 200 results were 
downloaded from both databases. Each record was then inspected to identify those that did 
not include abstract data, those that were not related to organisational change, and duplicate 
records. This left 105 records, published from 1979 to 2015. Most of the records that were 
deleted related to issues such as changes in medical patient management, engineering and 
software configuration management, and environmental and climate change. The corpus 
representative of the general management literature on change management was composed of 
the abstracts of these 105 influential papers. A second corpus was then constructed to 
represent the specialist academic change management literature. The records for the 100 most 
cited records in the Journal of Organizational Change Management and the Change 
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Management Journal were downloaded. After deleting records that did not include abstract 
data, 189 records remained. The abstracts for these records formed the second corpus. 
 
Interviews were held with change managers as a way of developing a third corpus 
representative of practitioners’ views about change management. The interviews were semi-
structured, based on prompt questions asking the interviewees to describe change 
management and the experiences they had while managing change projects. Interviewees 
were initially selected from the author’s personal contacts, and were chosen based on their 
experience and expertise in the field. A snowball approach was then used to source further 
interviewees, asking interviewees to suggest others whose abilities they respected. This 
approach facilitated contact with people who were respected by their peers, and acted as a 
surrogate for interviewee selection based on their competence in the discipline. A total of 
twelve interviews were conducted, with an average length of 65 minutes, and ranging in 
length from 50 minutes to 83 minutes. The transcripts of these interviews formed the 
practitioner corpus. 
 
Identification of main themes and concepts in the three corpora was facilitated by 
LexiMancer software. LexiMancer software is used to process bodies of text to identify 
“word occurrence and co-occurrence counts to extract major thematic and conceptual 
content” (Angus et al 2013, p. 263). The software analyses frequencies of word co-
occurrence to identify how significant words are, based on the context in which they are 
found. It assists in the identification of key concepts and themes, such as the research 
conducted by Biesenthal and Wilden (2014, p. 1292) on themes in project management 
governance research. Comparable studies have also been conducted by Middleton et al 
(2011) who used the LexiMancer software to analyse managers’ narratives as a way of 
understanding how they perceive time, and by Cummings and Daellenbach (2005) who used 
the software to understand how the strategy and planning literatures are changing. 
 
In this research, the first step in using the software involved a mostly automated process 
where the LexiMancer identified potentially significant concepts and themes in each corpus 
based on their frequency and centrality. Following this, an initial concept map of each corpus 
was created. The research then involved an iterative process of review and interpretation to 
understand the relevance of each concept based on the textual context in which it occurred, 
followed by regular redevelopment of the concept maps, to understand how each step 
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changed the relationship between the concepts. Words that had been identified as potential 
key concepts, but that on analysis were demonstrated to be structural indicators, such as 
‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’ were removed from the keyword lists. The keywords were 
read in context, to understand which keywords could be concatenated, as representing a 
single concept. This was most effectively done as a manual process, instead of using the 
automatic synonym function in the software. For instance, on review of the context in which 
the words were used, it appeared important to retain the distinction between ‘organisation’ 
and ‘organisational’ as these words were typically used in different ways. As a penultimate 
step, concepts were reviewed to identify joined concepts, based on their frequent co-
occurrence. For example, ‘change’ and ‘management’ were combined to create a third joint 
concept, as were ‘business’ and ‘case’, and ‘organisational’ and ‘change’. The final step in 
the process focused on presentation, including the orientation of the diagrams, and theme 




The LexiMancer software was used to create concept maps (Figures 1, 2, 3) based on the 
three corpora. In these maps, concepts are arranged so that the concepts that more frequently 
co-occurred in the text are placed closer to each other. Circle size indicates the relative 
frequency of the concepts in each corpus. The larger circles indicate clusters of concepts that 
LexiMancer refers to as themes. In each corpus, the following concepts were found to be 
consistently high frequency and central to the network graphs: change and management; 
change; management; business; process; time; and organisation. The consistent appearance of 
these concepts serves to provide some assurance that there are basic consistencies between 





Figure 1. Concept map for the general management literature on change management 
 
Initial differences between the practitioner and academic corpora are immediately apparent 
when similarities between the map of the general management literature (Figure 1) and the 
map of the specialist change management literature (Figure 2) are compared with the map of 
the practitioners’ corpus (Figure 3). It is not surprising that the two academic corpora show 
an emphasis on theoretical issues, and that this is absent from the practitioners’ corpus. 
‘Theory’ and ‘model’ both feature in both academic corpora. The general management 
corpus also includes ‘framework’, while the specialist corpus features ‘empirical’ as one of 
the most significant concepts. These four concepts suggest a focus on the theoretical and 
abstraction that was not found in the practitioners’ corpus. Although it is unsurprising to find 
a focus on these concepts in the academic corpus, it is interesting to note that these concepts 
were also absent at a lower level of analysis of the practitioners’ corpus, suggesting that when 
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describing change management, practitioners are not readily referring to theories about 
change in their conceptualisation of the activity. 
 
It is also worthwhile noting that although ‘organizational’ and ‘organizational and change’ 
were significant concepts in both of the academic corpora, they did not appear as highly 
significant in the practitioners’ corpus. These two concepts are relatively high frequency 
concepts in Figures 1 and 2, and they are consistently placed close to ‘change and 
management’, which suggests a high level of co-occurrence between these terms. From an 
academic’s perspective, change management and organisational change appear to be highly 
connected concepts. However, ‘organization and change’ was not found to be a highly 
significant concept in the practitioners’ corpus, indicating that the practitioners did not 
regularly mention this concept in the interviews. This suggests another broad division 
between the ways that practitioners and academics discuss change management. This is not to 
imply that the practitioners did not consider organisational issues when managing change, so 
much as that in the interviews they did not refer to change management issues as broader 
properties of their organisations. These results suggest that there are linguistic differences 





Figure 2. Concept map for the specialist literature on change management 
 
It is also possible to develop an understanding about how these groups engage with the 
concepts of people and organisation, and the level of abstraction at which they discuss change 
management. ‘Firm’, ‘performance’, ‘strategy’, ‘industry’, and ‘environment’ were all 
significant concepts in the general management corpus. The general management texts 
tended to discuss the role of change management in strategy development and execution 
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(Wiersema & Bantel 1992; Barr et al 1992), business performance (Guzzo & Dickson 1996; 
Cappelli & Neumark 2001), and the way organisations respond to environmental or industrial 
change (Levinthal 1997). 
 
Analysis of the specialist change management corpus revealed ‘managers’ and ‘employees’ 
as significant concepts. Many papers offered advice for managers, and some reviewed the 
impact of managers’ ideologies or ethics on change. Texts in the corpus were found to 
examine the way that middle managers can contribute to the change process, particularly 
focusing on their resistance to, or participation in, the change process (Ole 2010; Teulier & 
Rouleau 2013). Review of the way these concepts co-occurred showed that it was common to 
consider managers and employees as distinct groups. Review of the specialist corpus revealed 
that employees were often implied to be generic and potentially obstructive recipients of 
change (Michel et al 2010; Bridwell-Mitchell & Mezias 2012). 
 
In contrast, there was an emphasis on the particular and local in the practitioners’ corpus. 
Significant concepts included ‘person’, ‘people’, ‘team’, ‘group’, ‘project’, and ‘program’, all 
of which suggested that the interviewees were less focused on broad organisational issues 
than they were on the specific aspects of change projects, and management issues associated 
with the people involved in that process. ‘Particular’ also occurred as a significant concept, 
and when read in context, this concept was generally indicative of the interviewees’ emphasis 
on the uniqueness of a particular change initiative, and the context-dependant issues that were 
involved. ‘Company’ was also found to be a high frequency concept, and the way this term 
was used was significantly different to the ways in which ‘organization’ and ‘firm’ were used 
in the academic corpora. While in the academic corpora these terms tended to be used to 
discuss organisations and firms as a general case, the practitioners instead focused on the 
localised history of an organisation, typically as a way of providing context for the 
organisational change they were relating. 
 
Other general differences in focus were apparent between the corpora. For instance, the 
general management literature on change management tended to show an emphasis on 
‘learning’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘information’, which revealed an emphasis on the links between 
change management, organisational learning and knowledge management (Gavin 1993). The 
specialist change management literature similarly showed a focus on knowledge 
management, but concepts such as ‘social’, ‘value’, ‘culture’, and ‘identity’ revealed that this 
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was approached from a different perspective to that in the general management literature. 
Review of how these concepts were used in the texts showed that there was a greater 
tendency towards sociological research (e.g. Dvir et al 2004) in the Journal of Change 
Management and the Journal of Organizational Change than was found in the general 
management literature on change management (Iveroth, 2011). 
 
 
Figure 3. Concept map for the practitioner interviews 
 
Review of the practitioners’ corpus showed a different emphasis. When the terms were read 
in context, concepts like ‘need’, ‘look’, ‘understand’, ‘doing’, and ‘able’ suggested that the 
interviewees placed a great emphasis on the need to develop a rapid understanding of 
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stakeholders needs and the local patterns of influence when starting on a change initiative. 
Exploration of the context-specific abilities of individuals involved in the change and the 
local work practices emerged as a strong theme, both with regard to what stakeholders to the 
change were currently doing, and potential future limitations or capacities. The change 
managers interviewed for this research discussed the need to develop a rapid understanding 
of the unique and particular context in which they were managing a change, before it was 
possible to understand where influence could most effectively be applied in guiding the 
change effort. In addition to an ability to quickly assess points of leverage and key contextual 
drivers, ‘communication’ was identified as a core capability for change managers. The 
interviewees regularly noted the need for change managers to effectively target their 
communication to influence key stakeholders and achieve the objectives of the organisational 
change project that they were working on. 
 
Limitations and future research 
There are two related limitations to the research presented here, both of which concern the 
data sources, and which provide opportunities for future research. The first limitation relates 
to the use of abstracts in the general management and specialist change management corpora 
as representative of the full intent of published research papers. In the developmental stages 
of this research, concepts maps were made including other downloadable database fields, 
such as the article titles and keywords. However, titles and keywords were later excluded, as 
they did not appear to be providing results that more accurately captured article content. 
While abstracts are typically written as a summary of an article, titles may be written as much 
to gain a potential reader’s attention as to summarise the topic, and keywords are typically 
more of a matter for classification than complete description. It would have been preferable 
to use the full text of the identified research papers but, in many cases, particularly with older 
records, it was not possible to gain access to the article content in a form that could be 
processed. Future research may consider working with the full text of these papers when they 
become available in an appropriate format. 
 
The second limitation of this research relates to the comparison of different kinds of research 
data. Published research papers were used as the basis for composing the two academic 
corpora, while interviews were used to form the practitioners’ corpus. The use of text from 
articles on change management in professional trade publications was considered as a 
potential source that could represent the practitioners’ perspective, but as it would not be 
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obvious whether an article was written by a practitioner, or by an academic for a practitioner 
audience, this option was rejected. Another option would be to interview change management 
academics who do not also work in change management, and future research may wish to 
consider this as a potential data source. 
 
Conclusion 
The different emphases that practitioners and academics place on change management has 
been examined through the analysis of three corpora: one based on the abstracts from highly 
cited general management articles on change management; the second composed of the most 
cited articles in the specialist change management literature; and the third composed of the 
transcripts of interviews with practising change managers. It was found that there are 
significant differences between the corpora, which supports other researchers’ claims that 
there is a divide between change management theory and practice. 
 
Both academic corpora showed an emphasis on generalised models, theory and frameworks 
that was not apparent in the corpus based on interviews with the practitioners. Differences 
were also found in the way that the topic was discussed, with a regular use of the term 
‘organisational change’ found in the academic corpora, but absent in the practitioners’ 
corpus. The general management literature on change management emphasised abstract 
aspects of knowledge management and organisational learning, while the specialist change 
management literature more strongly emphasised understanding value, culture and identify 
from a sociological perspective. The interviews with change managers tended to focus on 
teams, individuals, and the practical specifics of managing change projects. Other themes in 
the practitioners’ corpus included the need for change managers to use targeted 
communication to achieve objectives in their change projects, and the need to quickly 
become apprised of key drivers in a new context. These results suggest significantly different 
perspectives between how academics and practitioners discuss organisational change. 
Although the change management literature may be useful as a source of models and 
frameworks for understanding the activity of change management, it does not appear to be 
directly addressing the concerns of practitioners engaged in the management and delivery of 
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